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Nesting and Other Habits of the Oregon Towhee. 

BY D. A. COHEN, ALAMEDA, CAL. 
[Read before the Northern Division of the Cooper Orn. Club, Sept, 1898.] 



THIS variety, Pipilo maculatus ore- 
gonus, was here at one time known 
by local collectors as the Spur- 
red Towhee, P. m. megalonyx, but now 
as near as I can determine the true 
Spurred Towhee is not found nearer 
than Monterey County and our Alame- 
da County variety is oregonus. With 
us the Oregon Towhee is resident, 
spending the late summer until spring 
somewhat gregariously, caused probab- 
ly more from choice of location than 
from sociability, but it is not observed 
in pairs so much as the Californian Tow- 
hee, P. fuse us crissalis, at the period 
just stated. At this season it is wariest, 
secluding itself to the underbrush, but 
after pairing in the spring is much more 
easily approached, owing in a great 
measure to its uneasiness at the ap- 
proach or the invasion of its nesting 
site. At this time, especially if a nest 
is under construction, both birds dis- 
play great uneasiness, flitting about the 
tops of the low growth, uttering their 
unmusical "chir-chee-wee" or "che-wee- 
ee" but their utmost anxiety is display- 
ed after the young are hatched. The 
birds continue their various notes so 
long as a person remains in the vicinity 
of the nest, and approach quite close if 
the person remains reasonably quiet. 
Presuming the female does all the incu- 
bating, the male at this period generally 
betrays the vicinity of the nest by his 
nervousness, his notes first attracting 
attention. He is often heard, from his 
perch, uttering notes, caused by noth- 
ing further than inclinations. The 
notes at any time are little varied. Af- 
ter the young are grown very little is 
heard of the Oregon Towhee's vocal 
powers unless the bird is driven from 
its retreat or is suddenly startled. 

Being almost terrestrial it is also part- 
ly arboreal, often flying short distances 
from tree to tree and when pursued oft- 
en forsaking the underbrush for trees. 
Its food is obtained mostly from the 
ground chiefly by scratching, after the 
manner of the robin, and is mostly in- 
sectivorous. It is one of the last birds 



to settle down for the night. I have 
not met this bird throughout the coun- 
try as abundantly as I expected to and 
among hundreds of nests I have found 
only one was away from Alameda. 
This nest was found by accident. As I 
was resting in a densely wooded local- 
ity thickly grown up with underbrush 
where I had for a number of years no- 
ticed one pair of Oregon Towhees, yet 
never expecting to find the nest 
in such a wild place, a movement 
in the bushes close by almost caused me 
to shoot at a supposed wood rat, but up- 
on investigation it proved that it was 
the flushed bird slipping back on- 
to the nest; containing a handsome set 
of four eggs, the nest elaborately com- 
posed of weed stems and a larger pro- 
portion of dead leaves, situated two feet 
from the ground among dense brambles 
and fallen leaves, and about eighteen 
inches from the top of the mass, and 
several feet from the road. 

All the nesting data about to be re- 
lated is from my home in Alameda and 
recorded from a radius of less than 400 
yards. From 1886 to about 1892 I found 
annually an average of eight sets and a 
few nests containing young. There 
were then approximately nine pairs 
of birds and many sets were second 
sets of the same season. At that 
time the nests were placed on the 
ground with very rare exceptions, but 
owing to an army of cats that had be- 
come self supporting there were in 1898 
only seven pairs of Oregon Towhees on 
the premises and nearly all the nests 
for the last five or six years were placed 
off the ground, especially on clumps of 
prickly wild blackberry vines. Having 
freed the premises from the cats by late 
spring, the Oregon Towhees began to 
build more on the ground, also the Cal- 
ifornia Partridges commenced to resume 
their choice nesting sites. The Oregon 
Towhees' usual nesting site is under a 
small wild blackberry vine growing 
among the grass, or under low growths 
of these vines, always more or less in 
the shade of a tree. Occasionally under 
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the foliage of cypress limbs spreading 
over the ground, more commonly under 
myrtle, less commonly among ivy grow- 
ing along the ground, but always in a 
partly shaded spot. One nest was un- 
der the drooping leaves of an artichoke 
plant and one beside a lauristinus hedge 
among a bed of verbenas was subjected 
to almost all the sun. In all these 
ground-nesting cases the bird scratches 
a hollow in the sandy soil or leaf mould 
about an inch deep before bringing 
building material. One nest, four feet 
from the ground, was fashioned into the 
rather fiat top of a partially decayed 
oak stub on a live oak, the trunk of the 
tree and the stub being overgrown with 
ivy. It contained a set of four eggs and 
as near as I remember, fifteen eggs of 
the California Partridge. The female ? 
towhee was incubating on top of the 
pile. The partridge occasionally depos- 
its one or two eggs in a towhee's nest 
built on the ground. One nest on the 
ground contained three towhee's eggs 
and eighteen partridge's, the towhee 
having abandoned the nest after six or 
eight partridge eggs were deposited in 
it. One peculiarly situated nest was 
almost under a log lying under an oak 
tree; it also contained one partridge 
egg. Several years ago I found a high 
nest, nine feet up in a large cypress 
tree and several others about this dis- 
tance from the ground, among oak 
branches intergrown with wild black- 
berry vines, while in 1898 I noted a 
nest twelve feet up in the same cypress 
tree. No eggs were laid in it. One 
nest, one foot off the ground, was in a 
geranium bush, one in a cypress hedge 
five feet up, one, unused, in a small ap- 
ple tree eight feet up and several in 
low thick garden shrubs, while others 
were on top of low clumps of wild 
blackberry vines so that the leaves af- 
forded concealment and protection from 
the sun and in rare cases trees afforded 
no shade. 

The earliest nesting date is March 27, 
1888, the next earliest, April 4, 1896, 
with complete sets, yet April 20 is none 
too early for first sets. Sets of fresh 
eggs in June and July are indicative of 
second or third sets, as I have exper- 
imented to demonstrate this by taking 
the first and second sets of particular 



pairs of Oregon Towhees causing them 
to build and lay three times in one sea- 
son. As an instance of this towhee's 
devotion to a particular spot, I removed 
in one season three nests and sets of 
one pair of birds and an average of two 
sets a season in other seasons from the 
same pair for four or five years in suc- 
cession. Their nest was always within 
twenty feet of the center of a low 
growth of wild blackberry vines under 
a large oak tree. This experiment also 
goes to demonstrate that oologists do 
not, by taking a set of eggs, destroy 
that number of birds, as some people 
think it does. I can quote instances of 
other species of birds producing a new 
nest and set of eggs in a remarkably 
short period after being robbed of the 
first or even the second set, if it will be 
of any help to the oological fraternity. 
The towhees require from two to three 
weeks after being robbed to produce a 
new domicile and eggs; some other spe- 
cies less time. The second nests usually 
contain less material than the first, and 
as an example of this assertion and to 
demonstrate the devotion of the birds to 
a certain area of their choice, in 1897 I 
took a second set from under a small 
blackberry vine in a wooded pasture 
and the third set was found three 
weeks later about sixty feet distant 
from the site of the first under a very 
small vine where the grass had 
been entirely eaten down and was very 
scant in material. 

I can never think otherwise than that 
Major Bendire was correct in asserting 
that eggs of individual birds in consecu- 
tive sets bear marked resemblance to 
each other, for, by taking into account 
the similarity of a late set to the prece- 
ding set of the same year, both sets tak- 
en nearly from the same spot, the evi- 
dence is almost conclusive, not alone in 
the case of the Oregon Towhee but 
with many other birds, and to make it 
conclusive, in my opinion at least, I 
have noticed that eggs taken from year 
to year from the same small area 
occupied by one pair of birds, bear 
unmistakable resemblance in shape as 
well as in coloration and style of mark- 
ing. In a large series, just as they 
come, the shape, coloration and mark- 
ing of different sets are remarkably 
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wide apart; some are long, either oval 
or pointed at one end, seldom pointed 
however, while others are much round- 
ed. The difference in size and shape 
of eggs in one set is occasionally com- 
mentable and the style of marking may 
be odd, also the ground color, while 
very rarely all these characteristics pre- 
sent themselves in a set of four eggs. 

Four eggs is the average number to a 
set, often three, and only twice have I 
found five eggs. I have taken two sets 
of two eggfs each, all much below med- 
ium size; three eggs were well incuba- 
ted and the fourth was infertile. In 
early numbers of the Nidiologist I 
referred to having found sets of unusu- 
ally small eggs, and individual birds 
laying successive sets of such eggs. 
The only abnormally large egg I found 
was among a set of three eggs. One 
nest of four very small eggs contained 
two that were infertile, two heavily in- 
cubated and two of the California Par- 
tridge, heavily incubated. 

The nests bear a great similarity in 
material used. The general composi- 
tion is a lot of dry leaves for a founda- 
tion or for a lining over the earth, strips 
of bark, stalks of weeds, coarse dry 
grass, occasionally a few shavings and 
rubbish that can be worked into the 
foundation and rim. The lining is the 
least variable, being neatly laid, rather 
crosswise, and consists of a certain kind 
of fine, bright, dry grass which is al- 
most all stem. Occasionally there is a 
little less of this grass when long hair is 
substituted, but this they seem unable 
to place so neatly as the California 
Towhee. A nest under an oak in the 
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center of a large grain field was com- 
posed of a few pieces of weed stems, 
the balance and the lining of short, 
rather coarse black rootlets, the wild 
grass in this case being probably too 
far distant for birds of short flight to 
carry. A nest built near a pile 
of dead cypress branches was com- 
posed chiefly of strips of bark 
from the branches. Other nests when- 
ever found under pine trees are invar- 
iably lined totally with dry pine need- 
les, the birds evidently preferring this 
pliant material of suitable length to the 
kind of grass usually used and growing 
close by. 

The young when first hatched are 
black with yellow gapes and covered 
with thin greyish-white down. The 
incubating bird sets close and the nest 
is usually found by flushing the bird 
which at times flushes at the sound of 
approach fifty feet away, always be- 
traying the location by rising high e- 
nough into the air to be detected, 
though occasionally slipping away 
through cover to a short distance, only 
to make a fuss and cause a search for 
the nest. At times the bird hops along 
a few feet before rising. 

Some years ago, one winter, I beheld 
an Oregon Towhee on top of a leafless 
apple tree truthfully imitating the Cal- 
ifornia Jay's commonest notes, very dif- 
ferent from its own. From my close 
point of observation I could detect the 
movements of its throat and bill and de- 
termine that none other than the object 
of my gaze was for the time being the 
"mockingbird", the only one of its kind 
I have had the fortune to hear. 
WWW 

Warblers of Arizona. 



BV O. W. HOWARD, LOS ANGELES, CAL 
[Read before the Southern Division of the Cooper Orn. Club, Feb. 25, 

VIRGINIA'S WARBLER. 



(Concluded.) 
This species is quite common in the 
pine regions throughout Arizona, but I 
have not seen it at a lower elevation 
than 5000 feet. Unlike other warblers 
in this section, they keep almost entire- 
ly in the underbrush, where they are 
continually on the move and at the 
same time uttering a quick chirp as if 
in distress. Owing to the dull plumage 



and retiring habits of this bird compar- 
atively few are seen. The nests are 
placed on the ground, under a bush or 
tuft of grass and are made of fine 
straws, rootlets and fibres, loosely put 
together. Except when the birds have 
young, they are very shy about going 
to the nest, and for this reason few 
nests are found with eggs while more 
are found containing young birds. 



